The acyclic nucleoside analogue penciclovir is a potent inhibitor of equine herpesvirus type 1 (EHV-1) in tissue culture and in a murine model.
Equine herpesvirus type 1 (EHV-1) was sensitive to the nucleoside analogue penciclovir (PCV) when tested in tissue culture; the ED50 was 1.6 micrograms/ml. Drug-resistant mutants were selected which were found to be TK-defective and approx. 45-fold less sensitive to PCV compared with the parental strain. PCV was compared with the phosphonyl derivative, HPMPA in mice infected with EHV-1. Both drugs were shown to be effective in vivo, limiting wild-type virus replication in respiratory tissues, and reducing viraemia. The treated mice also showed less clinical signs and reduced histopathology compared with placebo-treated controls. The establishment of latent EHV-1 in the mice, however, was not prevented. The results obtained with mice suggest that antiviral chemotherapy may be practical in the horse and that this possibility is worthy of further investigation in the natural host.